WIN! a new Franchi shotgun & a hunt at joshua creek ranch!
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By Susan L. Ebert

When a non-hunting filmmaker accompanies her lifelong
friend into the South Carolina woods, she bags an
extraordinary trophy.

I

never understood why she
hunts,” says Maria White
about Kristy Olson Cuthbert,
“even though we were high
school friends and shared a dorm
room in college.” And Cuthbert, a
professional hair stylist/colourist
in Charleston, South Carolina, had
even worked professionally with
White and her husband Matthew
Mebane as key makeup and hair
stylist on Mebane’s and White’s
S

extraordinary win at the 2012
Sundance Film Festival for her short
film, The Debutante Hunters, which
won the Yahoo!/Sundance 2012
Short Film Award in a field of more
than 7,000 submissions. Yahoo! and
Sundance Festival movie experts
winnowed that formidable field down
to 64 entries and then to nine finalists,
which were streamed on the Yahoo!
Web site between January 19-27 for

award-winning collaborative short
film Tackle Box.
“But about five years ago, Kristy
started giving me Christmas gifts
of some of the wild game she had
hunted herself, and sharing with me
her experiences in the woods. I got
excited about what she was telling
me, and about two years ago I went
on a hunt with Kristy . . . that’s really
where it all began.”
What Maria is referring to is White’s
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he Debutante Hunters cast, left to right:
TBeverly
Mebane Helms, Kacey Bates
Patrick, Kristy Olson Cuthbert, Sara
Frampton and Susan Frampton.
C
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audiences to vote for their favorites.
“In Kristy I knew I had a subject
for a film,” White continues, “and I
was excited to also include Beverly
Mebane Helms, the mother/daughter
duo Susan and Sara Frampton,
and Kacey Bates Patrick, who was
pregnant during the shooting. What
surprised me was the abundance of
gifts I was given; you learn to trust
your subjects and follow your instincts
to find the story.”
Under White’s watchful lens, these
Southern belles, ranging in ages from
their 20s to 50s, talk about what draws
them to the woods and to hunting with
an unerring tenderness, especially
the legacy of tradition passed down
through the generations. There’s
Cuthbert with her father, who first
took her hunting when she was five
years old. And Helms, caressing her
grandmother’s well-worn shell bag as
she withdraws a shotgun shell.
Especially charming is the mother/
daughter Frampton ladies’ “donning
of the pig socks” as they dress for a
hunt together, the easy camaraderie
and banter they share, and Susan’s
vigilant lioness-ready-to-spring
backing of her daughter’s shot as Sara
downs a hog. And Patrick, with her
hand caressing her blossoming belly
as she says about her unborn son, “In
just a few years I hope to be teaching
him all the things my dad taught me
and have that same close connection.”
The five women represent about
a century of combined hunting
experience. That White managed
to capture all five on film in the
short span of 11 minutes – and tell a
compelling story while doing so – is a
tribute to her skill as director/producer
and that of her co-producer husband.
Plus, the birth of this gem of a film
was not an easy one: White herself was
pregnant during the shooting (“I had
two babies gestating,” she jokes), and
funds from the original grant she had
received from the South Carolina Film
Commission were waning.
“So I turned to kickstarter.com,”
she says, “and raised more than
$5,000 in 30 days.” Not a king’s
ransom, by far, but enough to see
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the project to completion.
“When you do a film interview,
you have no idea what the finished
product will be,” says Susan
Frampton. “Maria’s not a hunter,
but she totally got it. I could
see that in her finished film. We
found out on Thanksgiving Day
that The Debutante Hunters had
been nominated for the Sundance
competition, and that was the
icing on a cake that was already
incredibly sweet.”
But the cake was destined
to become sweeter still. The
“Debutantes” descended en
masse on Park City, Utah, for the
Sundance Film Festival, where
they rented a house so cast, crew,
husbands and friends could all stay
together during the event.
In the online voting campaign on
Yahoo! Movies, which was held during
the week prior to the awards night,
The Debutante Hunters had leapt in
viewings and ratings, so everyone was
burbling with excitement that night.
“We were up against Hollywood
movies,” Frampton says, “and stayed
up until well after the voting ended at
midnight on the West Coast.”
The night of the Sundance film’s
premiere, the ladies prepared a huge
wild game feast for the entourage
(which became like a family reunion,
Frampton says.)
And against long odds, this soulful
little gem of a Lowcountry backwoods
hunting film found its place in the
Sundance Film Festival spotlight,
with White on stage, grasping the
coveted award. (Oh, and she received
a $5,000 check, too.)
The check will come in handy, as
the 11 minutes of award-winning film
was culled from 11 hours of video,
which White envisions developing
into a series. But regardless of what
happens from here, the ladies of
The Debutante Hunters have been
transformed by their experience
before the camera.
“I didn’t think we were all that
interesting,” says Susan Frampton,
a friend of Cuthbert’s parents, and
for whom Cuthbert babysat when
S
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Frampton’s daughter Sara was
young. “So the response to the film
took me by surprise. Hunting is
very personal for me. It’s a spiritual
thing; the times when I’m out in
the woods is when I have my really
deep conversations with God, when
it’s really driven home to me that
there’s nothing in front of me that I
can take for granted and to treasure
each moment.”
For the mostly male readership
of Sporting Classics, the reverence

S

for the game animals these ladies
pursue, for the wild places in which
they hunt and the proficiencies in
the field they demonstrate are not
remarkable in themselves, as, for
the most part, they mirror your
own. And you probably already
know that one out of every ten
hunters in the U.S. is female,
according to the most recent
National Survey of Fishing, Hunting
and Wildlife-Associated Recreation,
published by the U.S. Fish and
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Wildlife Service. (You may notice,
however, that, as we like to say in
Texas, these gals are all as purty as a
speckled pup.)
And that just may be the sparkly
gift-wrapping around the meat of
this remarkable film, and why it
brings hunting itself, and not just
these five hunters, out of the woods
and into the spotlight.
For although the message
delivered resonates with what
male hunters traditionally say,
the feminine appeal of these
five renders their message both
accessible and compelling to
a broader audience of nonhunters. Whether it’s Cuthbert,
proudly showing the inside of her
wild game-laden freezer while
pointing out that it’s all hormoneand antibiotic-free clean protein,
or Frampton, kneeling in her
organic garden as she asserts,
“Gardening, like hunting, is
very hopeful,” their heartfelt
comments hit the bull’s-eye of the
non-hunting target, connecting
with what’s dubbed these days as
the “localvore” movement, and is
at the core of the overwhelmingly
positive reaction to The
Debutante Hunters from the
viewing audience – hunters and
non-hunters alike.
“I have a busy life,” says
Cuthbert, “with work, two
children and a husband. So
I’m apt to fly out of the salon
in camo, to save time, and it’s
shocked some people. I’ve had
some women say, ‘I can’t believe
you go out and kill animals.’ But
after they’ve seen Maria’s film,
they’ve apologized for that. I
think she presented it in a way
that people who didn’t understand
before now can understand.”
And that’s a reason we can all
celebrate along with White and
these exemplary ladies.
Stay updated on the progress of
The Debutante Hunters via their
web site, www.debutantehunters.
com or “like” The Debutante
Hunters on Facebook.
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